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ABSTRACT 



The federal Universal Service Fund- -the E-Rate- -helps 
provide Internet access to schools and libraries. This report analyzes how 
public schools' participation in the E-Rate program varied by their 
percentage American Indian enrollment, with a focus on Bureau of Indian 
Affairs (BIA) schools. The analysis covers program Year 1 (January 1998- June 
1999) and Year 2 (July 1999-June 2000) . Results indicate that most non-BIA 
schools serving American Indians applied for the E-Rate program. Application 
rates varied from about 60 percent for schools with 50-80 percent American 
Indian enrollment to about 80 percent for schools with 0-2 percent American 
Indians. While application rates generally increased with school size, rates 
of non-BIA schools with over 80 percent American Indian enrollment were not 
as clearly related to school size. BIA schools greatly increased their E-Rate 
use between Years 1 and 2. After a Year-1 application rate of only 35 
percent, BIA schools had the highest Year-2 rate of any group of schools 
analyzed- -over 95 percent- -and received over 3 times the national average in 
per-student funding commitments. Total commitments to BIA schools in Year 2 
were over $6 million. All BIA applicants were funded. BIA Year-2 application 
rates were higher than other schools with similar levels of poverty and 
rural/urban location and much higher than other schools with 100 percent 
American Indian enrollment. (SV) 
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Executive Summary 



The Universal Service Fund for Schools and Libraries, commonly referred to as the E-Rate 
program, is a federal initiative designed to help provide Internet access to schools. In this report, 
we analyze how participation in the E-Rate program by public schools varies with the fraction of 
students who are American Indians, particularly for schools run by the Bureau of Indian Affairs 
(BIA). We use administrative data covering the 1 st and 2 nd years of the program. This study 
finds that: 

Most non-BIA schools serving American Indians applied for the E-Rate program. The 

application rates vary from a high of over 80 percent for schools with 0-2 percent American 
Indian enrollment to a low around 60 percent for schools with 50-80 percent American Indians. 
Interestingly, schools with no American Indian students were in between, with application rates 
around 75 percent. 

Size Matters: While application rates generally increase with the size of the school, the 
participation rates of non-BIA schools with over 80 percent American Indian enrollment were 
not as clearly related to school size. 

BIA schools greatly increased their E-Rate use between Years 1 and 2. Although the 
application rate of BIA schools was very low in the first year of the E-Rate program (at only 35 
percent), by the second year the BIA schools had the highest application rate of any group of 
schools analyzed (at over 95 percent), and received more than three times the national average 
in per student funding commitments. Total commitments to BIA schools rose by a factor of 20, 
from only $300,000 in Year 1 to over $6 million in Year 2. 

All BIA applicants were funded. All BIA schools that applied received at least some funding 
in both years of the program, in comparison to about 98 percent of all schools that applied. 

BIA schools had high application rates compared to similar schools in Year 2. BIA 

application rates for the E-Rate program are higher than other schools with similar levels of 
poverty and urban location, which are the factors that determine the E-Rate discount rate. The 
BIA schools also had much higher application rates than other schools with 100 percent 
American Indian enrollment. 
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Introduction 



The Universal Service Fund for Schools and Libraries, commonly referred to as the E-Rate 
program, is a federal initiative that provides discounts on the cost of telecommunications 
services and equipment to all public and private schools and libraries. This report analyzes 
participation in the E-Rate program for schools serving American Indians, with a particular 
focus on schools that are run by the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BLA). Many American Indians 
live in poverty and in remote rural locations with little access to affordable modem 
telecommunications. For this reason, they are likely to be left behind technologically and 
become part of what is often referred to as the “Digital Divide.” By helping to provide access to 
the Internet and on-line learning resources, the E-Rate program may help to offset this problem. 
The BIA can also help, in part by providing the organizational capacity needed to successfully 
apply for E-Rate funds. In this report we analyze administrative records on all E-Rate applicants 
during the first two years of the program. 

The Potential of E-Learning 

A major goal of the E-Rate program is to increase the opportunities for schools to use e- 
leaming (Internet-related technology for education). The potential of e-leaming to improve 
education is the major focus of a recent report to the president and Congress of the United 
States (The Web-Based Education Commission, 2000) and the national educational technology 
plan (The U.S. Department of Education, 2000). The Commission report notes that Internet 
technology can help expand the range of educational opportunities available, allow for more 
individualized instruction, extend the learning day, reduce the cost of lifelong learning, improve 
professional development of teachers, and provide more compelling and up-to-date content to 
students of all ages. There are concerns related to privacy, unacceptable content available for 
children, and a lack of currently available research on how to best use technology in education. 
Nevertheless, the commission recommends moving forward to “make powerful new Internet 
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resources . . . widely and equitably available for all learners.” With about $2 billion in annual 
funding, the E-Rate program is the largest federal initiative designed to accomplish this goal. 

The E-Rate Program 

The Universal Service Fund for Schools and Libraries — commonly known as the “E-Rate” — 
was created in 1996 as part of Public Law 104-104, the Telecommunications Act of 1996, to 
provide discounts on the cost of telecommunications services and equipment to all public and 
private schools and libraries. Eligible services range from basic local and long-distance phone 
services and Internet access, to the acquisition and installation of equipment to provide network 
wiring within school and library buildings. In general, however, computer hardware and 
software, staff training, and electrical upgrades are not covered. Nearly four billion dollars were 
committed to schools and libraries nationwide during the first two years of the program. 1 



Exhibit 1: E-Rate Discount by Poverty Concentration and Urban/Rural Location 



Poverty (Percent Students Eligible 
for Free and Reduced-Price 
Meals) 


Discount: 
Urban Location 


Discount: 

Rural (Non-Urban) Location 


Less than 1% 


20% 


25% 


1% - 19% 


40% 


50% 


20% - 34% 


50% 


60% 


35% -49% 


60% 


70% 


50% - 74% 


80% 


80% 


75% - 100% 


90% 


90% 



As shown in exhibit 1, eligible schools and libraries may receive discounts ranging from 20 
percent to 90 percent on eligible telecommunication services, depending on economic need and 
location (urban or rural). Economic need is based upon the percentage of students eligible for 
participation in the National School Lunch Program. 2 



' Year 1 covers the period from January 1998 through June 1999 and Year 2 goes from July 1999 through 
June 2000. Our data for Year 2 are incomplete as some applications are still being funded. 

2 This can be calculated using the data used in this report (the Common Core of Data) or other federally 
approved alternative mechanisms contained in the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). 

2 
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American Indians 



American Indians face a number of challenges related to income and education that may limit 
their ability to take advantage of the educational potential of e-leaming. In 1990, about 22 
percent of American Indians were living in poverty, compared to only 10 percent of whites. 
Similarly, only 9 percent of American Indians over the age of 25 had a college degree, 
compared to 22 percent of whites. 3 These difficulties are compounded by the remote rural 
locations of schools attended by many American Indians. 4 

The U.S. government has a number of initiatives designed to assist American Indians. The 
Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) is a federal government agency within the U.S. Department of 
Interior. The BIA’s mission is to promote the well-being of American Indians, Indian tribes, and 
Alaska natives. The Office of Indian Education Programs (OIEP) is one of the largest 
■ components of the BIA. As part of its general mission to improve the education of American 
Indians, OIEP has developed the Access Native America Network. This network holds 
conferences that focus on encouraging BIA schools to share their technology applications, 
accomplishments, and lessons learned. 5 



An even more direct connection between BIA and the E-Rate program was proposed by the 
Clinton/Gore administration. In 1998, President Clinton commissioned a Department of 
Commerce study to assess the current state of technology infrastructure in Native American 
Indian communities, identify and describe the challenges and barriers to technology 



3 Tables 49 and 52, U.S. Bureau of the Census (1995). 

4 Based on our calculations using the data described below, over 90 percent of non-BIA public schools 
with majority American-lndian enrollment are in rural areas, compared to a national average of about 50 
percent. 

5 According to the BIA Web site, OIEP directly served about 50,000 students in 1 85 schools in 23 states 
and 63 reservations during the 1998-99 school year. OIEP also serves another 400,000 students through 
other educational programs. In our analyses, we use only the list of 175 BIA schools provided to us by BIA. 




3 



10 



